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“PHOTOVOICE” IS A
participatory-action research
methodology based on the un-
derstanding that people are ex-
perts on their own lives.1,2 It was
first tried among village women
in Yunnan Province, China.3

Using the photovoice methodol-
ogy, participants allow their pho-
tographs to raise the questions,
“Why does this situation exist?
Do we want to change it, and, if
so, how?” By documenting their
own worlds, and critically dis-
cussing with policymakers the
images they produce, community
people can initiate grassroots so-
cial change.4

In practice, photovoice pro-
vides people with cameras so they
can record and represent their
everyday realities. It uses those

pictures to promote critical group
discussion about personal and
community issues and assets. Fi-
nally, it is designed to reach—and
touch—policymakers. By having
people who live in the community
take photographs and describe
the meaning of their images to
policymakers and community
leaders, photovoice embraces the
basic principles that images carry
a message, pictures can influence
policy, and citizens ought to par-
ticipate in creating and defining
the images that make healthful
public policy.5 Photovoice com-
bines a community-based ap-
proach to photography and
health promotion principles, built
on the theoretical understandings
established in the literature on
education for critical conscious-
ness and feminist theory.1,2

Adopting Paulo Freire’s ap-
proach to education for critical
consciousness,6,7 photovoice par-
ticipants consider, and seek to
act upon, the historical, institu-
tional, social, and political condi-
tions that contribute to personal
and community problems. Pho-
tovoice draws from a position in
feminist theory described by art
historian Griselda Pollock in
which “Everyone has a specific
story, a particular experience of
the configurations of class, race,
gender, sexuality, family, coun-
try, displacement, alliance. . . .
Those stories are mediated by

the forms of representation avail-
able in the culture.”8(xv) The pho-
tovoice methodology expands the
forms of representation and the
diversity of voices who help de-
fine, and improve, our social, po-
litical, and health realities.

METHODS

The impetus for Flint Photo-
voice came from the leadership
of the Neighborhood Violence
Prevention Collaborative, a coali-
tion of 265 neighborhood
groups and block clubs in Flint,
Mich. The people of Flint and
Genesee County have struggled
with the transition from being a
one-industry town heavily depen-
dent on automobile manufacture
to redefining the community’s
economy, culture, race relations,
and well-being; many of these
challenges may be similar to those
of other urban communities. A
core group of 8 local facilitators
were recruited to lead Photovoice
workshops with participants. In
addition, 11 professional photog-
raphers from Genesee County
mentored participants in the use
of Holga cameras (name of man-
ufacturer and location in People’s
Republic of China unknown)
with black-and-white film. We
chose the Holga camera because
it is relatively inexpensive (ap-
proximately US$20) and offers
users the creative option of tak-

Flint Photovoice represents the work of 41 youths and
adults recruited to use a participatory-action research ap-
proach to photographically document community assets
and concerns, critically discuss the resulting images, and
communicate with policymakers. 

At the suggestion of grassroots community leaders, we
included policymakers among those asked to take photo-
graphs. In accordance with previously established pho-
tovoice methodology, we also recruited at the project’s out-
set another group of policymakers and community leaders
to provide political will and support for implementing pho-
tovoice participants’ policy and program recommendations. 

Flint Photovoice enabled youths to express their concerns
about neighborhood violence to policymakers and was in-
strumental in acquiring funding for local violence prevention.
We note salutary outcomes produced by the inclusion of
policymakers among adults who took photographs.
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portunities—the 6 themes partici-
pants identified in the Photovoice
process.4

An iconic photograph entitled
Exploded Frustration (Figure 2),
taken by Eric Dutro, a 17-year-
old participant, featured a bullet
hole on his bus. Eric wrote, “I
can tell that the bus I ride in is
always different because the bul-
let holes are always in different
windows.” His images and words
were shared widely with policy-
makers, journalists, and health
officials locally and nationally. 

While tracking the effects of
Photovoice on policy and pro-
gram decisions is challenging, to
date Flint Photovoice has been
instrumental in successful com-
petition for a Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention–sup-
ported Youth Violence Preven-
tion Center in Flint. As a result of
the project, the community-based
and university grant partners
achieved a deeper understanding
of neighborhood safety and vio-
lence issues from the perspective
of young people. Flint Photovoice
also has engaged youths directly
in expressing their concerns
about neighborhood safety and
violence to Flint’s mayor and
other community leaders, and
contributed to the renewal of
funding for Genesee County pro-
grams (A. Richards, Charles
Stewart Mott Foundation, oral
communication, 2003). 

Policymakers’ and community
leaders’ participation as photog-
raphers offered several advan-
tages. First, they took it upon
themselves to provide venues,
such as legislative breakfasts, city
hall, the health department, and
news programs, at which to pres-
ent themes culled from all partic-
ipants’ efforts. Although the re-
sponsibility to secure such venues
normally falls primarily on the
Guidance Committee of policy-

local policymakers and commu-
nity leaders. The photovoice
methodology specifies, at the
project’s outset, the recruitment
of policymakers and community
leaders, not to take pictures but
rather to provide the political will
to support and help implement
Photovoice participants’ policy
and program recommendations.
We recruited a Guidance Com-
mittee of policymakers and com-
munity leaders for this purpose.
At the suggestion of the Neigh-
borhood Violence Prevention
Collaborative’s leadership, how-
ever, we modified the photovoice
methodology by asking an addi-
tional group of policymakers and
community leaders to take pho-
tographs. Taken together, the
participants were diverse in age,
income, experience, neighbor-
hood, and social power.

At subsequent workshops, par-
ticipants were first asked to do
“freewrites” about the 1 or 2
photographs from each roll of
film that they felt to be most im-

portant or simply liked best.
These questions were set around
the mnemonic “SHOWeD”:
What do you See here? What is
really Happening? How does this
relate to Our lives? Why does
this problem or strength exist?
What can we Do about it? Partic-
ipants then presented their pho-
tographs and freewrites to the
group to spark critical dialogue.

Photovoice participants codify
issues, themes, or theories that
emerge from the group discussion
of photographs. In Flint Photovoice,
themes arose from participants’
monthly group discussions in a
consensus-building process in-
volving all attending the meet-
ings. We defined a “theme” as
having at least 4 compelling pho-
tographs and stories that emerged
during group discussion.

DISCUSSION AND
EVALUATION

At invited forums, participants
presented their concerns to poli-
cymakers, community leaders,
donors, the media, and the gen-
eral public. One participant pho-
tographed her husband standing
on a bridge taking a picture of
her (Figure 1). The bridge is the
same one where Flint citizens
gathered to conduct a public
burning of Money magazine
when it named Flint the worst
US city in which to live in 1987.
The title of the image, Looking
Back at You While You Are Look-
ing Back at Me, suggests how par-
ticipants wished to redefine how
the community saw itself: not as
one ridiculed by Money maga-
zine’s ranking and Michael
Moore’s popular independent
film Roger and Me, but as a com-
munity concerned about public
health, the quality of neighbor-
hoods, economic development,
religion, racism, and youth op-

FIGURE 1—Looking Back at You While You Are Looking Back at Me.
Photograph by Cynthia Parkin, Flint, Mich, 1999.

ing double and multiple expo-
sures, literally layering meanings.

Facilitators and professional
photographers participated in a
train-the-trainers session, during
which they were introduced to
the photovoice concept and
methods and were given exam-
ples of how village women in
rural China, homeless people in
Ann Arbor,9 and families in the
San Francisco Bay area10 have
applied photovoice to reach poli-
cymakers. Facilitators and pho-
tographers discussed power,
ethics, and the use of cameras
and went on a guided photo
shoot to practice using the cam-
era. They then applied this ses-
sion model with subsequent proj-
ect participants.

Photographs and narratives
were produced by 4 groups: 10
youth participants in the National
Institute for Drug Abuse–
supported Flint Adolescent
Study; 10 youths active in com-
munity leadership roles; 11 adult
neighborhood activists; and 10
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Collaborative, Flint, Mich. Lee Bell is with
the Prevention Research Center of Michi-
gan, Flint. Robert M. Pestronk is with the
Genesee County Health Department, Flint.

Requests for reprints should be sent to
Caroline C. Wang, DrPH, MPH, School of
Public Health/HBHE, University of Michigan,
1420 Washington Heights, Ann Arbor, MI
48109-2029 (e-mail: wangc@umich.edu).

This report was accepted October 17,
2003.
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FIGURE 2—Exploded Frustration. Photograph and text by Eric Dutro,
Flint, Mich, 1999.

“Violence. The line of the snow and concrete dividing the bullet hole shows
that there are two sides to every story—a person with a gun and demands
and a person with fear and a wallet. I am going to school. I can tell that the
bus I ride in is always different because the bullet holes are always in differ-
ent windows. This is rather disturbing. Many people use public transporta-
tion, which should not be a place where you should be scared. Not that rid-
ing the bus is scary, but the bullet holes are cold reminders that you never
know what will happen next. This violence exists because people don’t know
how to deal with hardships and anger. They think it’s easier to rob people for
money or shoot when they are scared. But in the long run, it is much harder.
We need to give people positive confidence somehow. Show them that they
have special skills and help them find out what their gifts are. Once they be-
lieve that they are not victims of circumstance and they can determine their
destiny, they will find this strength many times more powerful than a gun.”

makers recruited for this purpose,
the picture-taking policymakers
significantly invigorated this effort.
Second, their firsthand experience
with photovoice gave them an in-
novative tool with which to explore
and improve the programs over
which they exert the most influ-
ence. For example, the county
health department director’s expe-
rience as a Photovoice participant
resulted in his introducing the
methodology for an ongoing gon-
orrhea control initiative focused on
tapping staff and consumer insight. 

Third, their participation set the
stage for interactions in which
people representing widely dis-
parate ages, incomes, experience,
neighborhoods, and social power
no longer saw one another as in-
accessible and lacking common
ground, but as approachable fellow

human beings. We anticipate that
one of the most powerful outcomes
of Flint Photovoice will continue
to emerge in the long-term rela-
tionships built among these diverse
participants who, having shared a
memorable community assessment
experience, newly appreciate and
draw upon one another’s expert-
ise for future efforts to address
public health, quality of neigh-
borhoods, economic development,
faith-based health initiatives,
racism, and youth opportunities.  
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